Outpatient Management of Febrile Neutropenia: Should We Change the Standard of Care?
The syndrome of fever and neutropenia is an iatrogenic complication of cytotoxic therapy for cancer. Because febrile neutropenia is associated with serious infection, patients with the syndrome are treated emergently with broad-spectrum, high-dose antibiotics. Recently, a differentiated approach to febrile neutropenia has been explored, based on assessment of risk. Prediction rules to identify low-risk patients were developed, and outpatient management of low-risk patients has been explored. Based on pilot studies and early randomized trials, some have called for a new standard of outpatient care. This article describes the scientific rationale for the current standard of care for febrile neutropenia; reviews the risk assessment studies; discusses the issues of safety, quality of life, and shifting of economic burdens arising when outpatient care is substituted for inpatient care-a change in practice patterns sweeping through acute care medicine with little scrutiny; and critically reviews the published trials of outpatient treatment of febrile neutropenia.